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Abstract 
Compilations of UK public library book fund estimates have been published since 1976, with 
the aim of providing a simple and immediate statement of library authorities’ expenditure 
intentions on books and related materials. For the purposes of this study, trends per head of 
resident population in the number of service points, total library expenditure and materials 
expenditure for the UK will be examined over the last ten years, alongside corresponding data 
for other countries such as Australia and the USA. The trends analysis includes the minimum, 
maximum, upper and lower quartiles along with the mean and median for each year over the 
period 1997-98 to 2007-08. In particular this study will bring to light how the general decline in 
materials expenditure in the UK in recent years has not been experienced worldwide.  
 
Background 
The introduction of the public library in to Great Britain is frequently accredited to the 
establishment of the Free Grammar School in Coventry in 1601 (McMenemy, 2009, p20). 
Despite the establishment of several other libraries, such as in Norwich and Bristol which 
were established in 1608 and 1615 respectively (McMenemy, 2009, p20), it was not until the 
Victorian era and the introduction of the Public Libraries Act in 1850, that the modern public 
library as we know it began to take shape. The Public Libraries Act meant that for the first 
time local councils were allowed to charge a rate of one halfpenny in the pound1 on taxpayers 
to allow for the establishment of a library and its upkeep, although no provision was made for 
the purchase of books (Hayes & Morris, 2005, p77). Initially, the advocates of the public 
library system during the Victorian era were aiming to give the working classes a culturally 
beneficial way to spend their leisure time (McMenemy, 2009, p5). 
Over time the traditional public library system has evolved somewhat, however, at its core has 
always been the objective of social inclusion – and this is no different in the twenty-first 
century, where we are encountering a more diverse community than ever. Books have also 
always been at the core of the traditional library service – as early as 1868 Robert Snape 
estimates that Liverpool public library was issuing around 200,000 romances and novels 
(Muddiman, 1999, p18). The introduction of the Net Book Agreement (NBA) in 1900 went 
someway to shaping the use of the public library for much of the twentieth century. The NBA 
                                                
1 At that time, there were 240 pence in one pound sterling. 
was an agreement between booksellers and publishers to set prices for books – any 
bookseller who sold a book for less than agreed between the two parties, would no longer be 
supplied by the publisher in question. Whilst this was obviously of benefit to both publishers 
and booksellers, public libraries undoubtedly also benefitted, with the option of borrowing a 
book the only affordable alternative for the majority of the working classes (McMenemy, 2009, 
p14).  
Following on from this, the abolition of the NBA in 1994 has meant that booksellers, and more 
recently supermarkets, are able to sell books for significantly less than their recommended 
retail price, and, although it is impossible to prove, this is likely to have had a significant 
impact on the use of public libraries, with books “no longer considered a luxury item for many” 
(Goulding, 2004). Coates (2002) also reports that public libraries themselves have been 
unable to take advantage of the abolition of the NBA and have not negotiated similar 
discounts with publishers to those achieved by booksellers, and that “If they did, they would 
be able to buy a further £12m worth of books each year”. While the impact of the end of the 
NBA on book borrowing in public libraries is beyond the scope of this paper, it is interesting to 
note that total UK issues have fallen from 550 million in 1993-94 (CIPFA, 1995) to 492 million 
in 2007-08 (CIPFA, 2009).  
Recent technological advances have also had an impact on the development of the public 
library, with libraries evolving over the years to loan music and DVDs – although usually for a 
small charge. More recently, the introduction of the People’s Network by the UK government, 
emphasises how the modern public library is no longer solely about books. The People’s 
Network, initially set up with the help of lottery funding, aims to give everyone in the UK 
access to computers and the internet, and “create a UK ‘backbone’ infrastructure to link 
individual public library networks” (DCMS, 1998). It is important to note, however, that not 
everyone views these changes as a good thing – “ICT facilities require space in the library 
building for equipment, and with the introduction of the People’s Network this space often had 
to be provided at the expense of space previously devoted to book shelving or other support 
for the traditional services” (McMenemy, 2009, p4). However, despite any opposition the 
evolution of the public library system may encounter, a report by the Audit Commission in 
2002 reported that thirty percent of the population use the library to borrow books or similar 
items, whilst “many more visit libraries to study, use PCs and the internet, make enquiries or 
for community activities” (Audit Commission, 2002, p1), which highlights that public libraries 
are no longer just about books, for the majority of the public. 
 
Context 
The decline in materials expenditure in the UK, with some areas particularly heavily hit, has 
been well publicised in recent years, and the public library system as a whole has come in for 
some strong criticism. In a report funded by Libri, Coates claims that public libraries could 
actually cease to exist within ten-fifteen years, if usage figures continue to decline at their 
current rate (McMenemy, 2009, p12). In fact the author of the Who’s in Charge? Report 
(McMenemy, 2009, p12) feels that the situation is so bad that, in order to remedy it and re-
instate libraries to the position of high esteem in which they were once held, local councils 
would need to triple expenditure on books and reading materials, increase opening hours by 
fifty percent and redecorate existing library buildings (Oder, 2004). However, Coates also 
claims that all this can be achieved without an actual increase in the current library budget, 
but by a radical redeployment of staff. 
A report by the Audit Commission in 2002 also painted a bleak picture for the future of the 
public library system in the UK, reporting that twenty-three percent fewer people were using 
libraries for borrowing in 2002 compared to three years previous (Audit Commission, 2002, 
p1). In common with the Who’s in Charge? report, the 2002 Audit Commission report found 
that in order to reverse the decline in use of libraries, more books should be provided, 
opening hours should be changed to suit people, services should be easy and pleasant to the 
user and awareness should be raised among non-users (Audit Commission, 2002, p1).  
A report from the National Endowment for the Arts (2004) claims that there has been a 
general decline in the number of adults reading for pleasure overall – and not just in those 
borrowing books from libraries. The results of the survey showed that in 2002 just 47% of the 
adult population in America had read any novels, short stories, plays or poetry in the 
preceding twelve months compared to 57% in a similar survey carried out twenty years earlier. 
In a country the size of the USA, this represents 20 million fewer adults reading for pleasure 
in 2002 compared to 1982. The study points to the changes in the demographics of the 
population, changing technologies and the introduction of the internet, along with the 
proliferation of videogames since the 1980s and the growth of satellite television, as having a 
significant impact on people’s use of time over the previous two decades. Joint (2008) claims 
that “other sources in the USA seem to imply that the wide popularity of audio-books there 
means that listening to books rather than reading them has gained massively in popularity in 
recent years”. 
A 2005 international report from the OCLC (De Rosa, 2005) examined information-seeking 
habits and preferences throughout various countries, and found that 97% of respondents in 
Australia and the UK had visited a library in person in the previous year, compared to 96% of 
respondents in the USA. The report also found that 75% of respondents in the USA held a 
library card, compared to 71% of respondents in Australia, and just 59% of respondents in the 
UK.  Further to this, 35% of respondents claim they use the library to borrow print books at 
least monthly, with 23% of respondents in the USA and the UK stating that this is the case 
(De Rosa, 2005). 
 
 Methodology 
Compilations of UK public library book fund estimates have been published since 1976. The 
essential aim has remained unchanged, a simple and immediate statement of library 
authorities’ expenditure intentions on books and related materials. Each publication contains 
information for the most recent completed financial year, the preceding financial year and the 
estimated budget for the coming year. No further trend comparisons over time are made, and 
so the aim of this paper is to examine trends in total library expenditure and materials 
expenditure over a ten-year period.  
In addition to expenditure details, the Public Library Materials Fund survey collects data on 
staffing and service points. For the purpose of this paper, we have included the trend in 
service points over the ten-year period as this could have a large impact on overall 
expenditure within authorities. 
Due to the varying number of respondents to the UK survey over the ten-year period 
considered here, it was felt that it would be inappropriate to compare total expenditure figures 
as this could lead to an inaccurate interpretation of the trends. Therefore, the trends analysis 
has been based on expenditure per head of resident population.  
Summary data for the UK overall are displayed comparing the minimum, maximum, lower and 
upper quartiles – along with the mean and median in each year of the ten-year period. The 
main statistic of interest is the median – that value where half the authorities spend more, and 
half spend less per capita. 
For each available year, the data are the most recent ‘Actual’ data available for the relevant 
year – for example, respondents are asked to supply the ‘provisional actual’ for the most 
recent (complete) financial year. The following year they are then able to amend this figure if 
necessary – and where available this is the figure used in the trends analysis.  
One added benefit of the LISU Public Library Materials Fund and Budget Survey is the ability 
to compare original estimates with actual expenditure for any given year.  Summary data 
comparing the median percentage changes in overall library expenditure and materials 
expenditure will be included for each year of the ten-year period. Note that the Corporation of 
London is excluded from all analyses. This library service is resourced to serve its large 
daytime population of those working in the City of London, and has a very small resident 
population. Per capita figures based on resident population are therefore not an appropriate 
measure for comparison here. 
In addition there will be a brief comparison between the overall UK mean values with 
corresponding figures from several other countries including the USA and Australia. Figures 
from other countries were converted to pounds sterling to allow for direct comparisons to be 
made. The exchange rate used was taken from as near to the 1st January as possible in the 
mid-point of the period to be considered – for example, the exchange rate for the period 
2006-07 was taken as near to 1st January 2007 as was possible. Also, reporting periods 
varied between countries, for example where the data acquired was given as 2000 data, this 
has been included in the 1999-2000 data here to allow direct comparisons to be made. Full 
details of the data sources, exchange rates and reporting periods used are given in the 
Appendix. 
It is important to note that there are some variations in the data definitions and calculations – 
for example, data from the USA have been grossed up (by the National Centre for Education 
Statistics or the Institute of Museum and Library Services) to allow for non-respondents, whilst 
the UK figures have been calculated using a reduced population size to allow for non-
responding libraries.  
In particular, the library data for Germany makes no allowances for non-respondents, whilst 
the population figures are for the whole country and not just for the responding areas. This 
means that the expenditure per capita figures may be under-estimated, and the population 
per service point over-estimated, although it is not clear by how much. No indication has been 
given as to the level of non-response and so the figures should be treated with caution. 
However, it is important to note that “participation in the German Library Statistics is voluntary 
and in spite of high attendance there’s no guarantee as to its completeness” 
(www.bibliotekogmedier.dk/english/), which would appear to indicate that the level of non-
participation is not significant enough to fully explain the relatively low level of expenditure per 
capita reported. Please see the Appendix for a list of definitions of the data categories used 
by the individual countries, and a list of data sources.  
 
Total Library Expenditure 
Table 1 illustrates that the overall trend in total library expenditure per resident population in 
the UK has been one of an increase since 1997-98, with increases in the median value each 
year, except for 2007-08 where there has been a slight decrease. Despite the decrease in 
2007-08, the median total library expenditure per resident population stands almost 44% 
higher than in 1997-98 and 10% higher than five years ago. The mean library expenditure per 
capita has also increased overall for the ten-year period, with increases in each year except 
for 1998-99 and 2007-08 where there were slight decreases. The mean library expenditure 
per capita is now almost 40% higher than ten years ago and 11% higher than in 2002-03. 
This compares to an increase of 29.5% in the Retail Price Index between 1998 and 2008, with 
an increase of 18.5% over five years. 
Despite the general trend of increase, there is much variation between the individual 
authorities, and this is highlighted by Figure 1 which displays the distribution of total library 
expenditure over the ten-year period. In the most recent year, library expenditure per capita 
ranges from just £4.85 to £49.00 (excluding the Corporation of London). 
Table 1 Total UK Library Expenditure per capita (£)* 
 Maximum Upper 
Quartile 
Median Lower 
Quartile Minimum Mean 
1997/98 34.20 16.14 12.95 11.15 5.50 14.40 
1998/99 35.67 16.30 13.17 11.29 1.58 14.32 
1999/2000 40.82 16.95 13.46 11.66 1.70 14.82 
2000/01 46.41 17.95 14.45 12.13 1.76 15.65 
2001/02 48.72 19.15 16.09 13.71 8.48 16.93 
2002/03 51.36 20.44 16.86 14.08 7.83 18.09 
2003/04 52.61 21.32 17.66 14.83 8.10 18.88 
2004/05 42.95 21.85 18.43 15.14 1.86 19.35 
2005/06 45.48 22.36 18.82 15.60 11.14 19.92 
2006/07 46.51 22.84 19.31 16.06 5.51 20.28 
2007/08 49.00 22.78 18.63 15.87 4.85 20.11 
* excluding Corporation of London 
Fig 1 UK Library Expenditure per capita (£) 
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+ indicates the median; the shaded area represents the inter-quartile range, and the lines show the full 
range (excluding Corporation of London). 
Figure 2 displays the distribution of the percentage changes between actual library 
expenditure and the original estimate in each year of the ten-year period, and illustrates that 
there is much variation between the individual authorities in the accuracy of the estimating 
process. In 2007-08, the actuals and estimates differed by 1.8% on average, however, this 
ranged from an actual expenditure almost 22% lower than estimated, to expenditure almost 
78% higher than originally budgeted.  Reasons for such large discrepancies are not always 
clear, but may include such factors as unexpected changes in authority policy, or additional 
income from grants/external sources. Such extreme changes are the exception rather than 
the rule, however; as shown in figure 2, the inter-quartile range is relatively narrow in all years. 
Fig 2 Total UK Library Expenditure – percentage change between 
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+ indicates the median; the shaded area represents the inter-quartile range, and the lines show the full 
range. 
There has been much debate in recent years on the current situation in UK public libraries - 
and this has been compounded by the economic crisis that is being felt worldwide. Table 2 
compares the average total library expenditure per capita in the UK with equivalent figures for 
the USA, Australia, Denmark, Finland and Germany, and illustrates that the UK consistently 
spends more on public libraries per capita than Australia and Germany in all years for which 
data are available. Total library expenditure per capita in the USA is on a similar level to the 
UK throughout the period. Note that library expenditure per capita is significantly higher in 
Denmark and Finland, the two smallest countries considered. 
Overall, average library expenditure per capita has increased by 39.6% and 74.4% since 
1997-98 in the UK and Australia respectively, the only two countries for which complete data 
are available for the ten-year period; and in 2007-08, expenditure per capita in Australia is 
14% lower than in the UK. Over the period 1997-98 to 2006-07 the USA has seen library 
expenditure per capita increase by 21.5%, compared to an increase of 40.8% over the same 
period for the UK; with total expenditure per capita in the UK exceeding per capita spend in 
the USA in each year since 2003-04. Germany has seen a lower increase, of 2.8%, over the 
nine years for which data are available, albeit from a lower base – in comparison, library 
expenditure per capita increased by 41.6% in the UK over the period 1998-99 to 2006-07. 
Denmark saw expenditure per capita increase by 16% over the period 1998-99 to 2005-06, so 
that the level of expenditure was more than double the level in the UK in 2005-06.  
Fluctuations in the exchange rates will also have some influence on the trends presented – 
the Appendix displays the exchange rates used in each year for the relevant countries. When 
we consider the trends in expenditure per capita using the countries’ own currencies, we see 
greater increases in Germany (8.6%), Denmark (20%), and USA (46%), with lower increases 
in Finland (35%) and Australia (55%) over the periods for which data are available.  
Table 2 Mean Library Expenditure per capita (£) – by country 
 97-8 98-9 99-0 00-1 01-2 02-3 03-4 04-5 05-6 06-7 07-8
Australia 9.91 9.62 10.55 10.86 10.38 10.91 13.70 13.94 15.28 14.55 17.28 
Denmark  43.13 39.27 40.66 41.42 44.32 51.14 50.69 49.94   
Finland  27.96 25.48 27.39 27.10 29.29 32.65 33.65 33.55 33.87 39.48 
Germany  6.58 5.85 6.01 5.66 6.22 6.67 6.88 6.65 6.76  
UK* 14.40 14.32 14.82 15.65 16.93 18.09 18.88 19.35 19.92 20.28 20.11 
USA 14.58 15.21 16.16 18.48 20.01 18.53 17.05 16.81 19.11 17.72  
* excluding Corporation of London 
Fig 3 Mean Library Expenditure per capita – country comparison 
UK 
Germany 
USA 
Australia 
Finland 
Denmark 
0
10
20
30
40
50
60
1997-98 1998-99 1999-00 2000-01 2001-02 2002-03 2003-04 2004-05 2005-06 2006-07 2007-08
£
 
Total Materials Expenditure 
Materials expenditure is the ‘headline’ measure most often quoted as an indicator of library 
provision and one which consequently attracts much scrutiny, particularly in recent years. 
Table 3 shows that the median materials expenditure per capita in the UK fluctuated over the 
early part of the ten-year period, however, the period 1999-2000 to 2005-06 saw six 
consecutive increases so that the level was 15% higher in 2005-06 than in 1999-2000. The 
two most recent years have seen decreases in the median material expenditure per capita; 
however, the level is still 6.0% higher than in 1997-98 and 2.3% higher than five years ago. 
The mean materials expenditure per capita has followed a similar trend to the median over 
the ten-year period, so that the level is now 4.4% higher than ten years ago and 1.9% higher 
than in 2002-03. This compares to an increase of 29.5% in the UK Retail Price Index between 
1998 and 2008, with an increase of 18.5% over five years. 
Figure 4 illustrates the distribution of materials expenditure per capita in the UK over the ten-
year period, and highlights that there is much variation between individual authorities. In 
2007-08, materials expenditure per capita ranged from £0.89 to £5.32 with a median value of 
£2.16. 
Table 3 UK Materials Expenditure per capita (£)* 
 Maximum Upper 
Quartile 
Median Lower 
Quartile Minimum Mean 
1997/98 5.87 2.54 2.04 1.57 0.60 2.14 
1998/99 6.45 2.57 2.06 1.69 0.49 2.17 
1999/2000 4.25 2.45 1.99 1.67 0.24 2.10 
2000/01 4.31 2.46 2.03 1.69 0.62 2.10 
2001/02 5.27 2.46 2.11 1.77 0.78 2.15 
2002/03 6.29 2.49 2.11 1.81 0.66 2.20 
2003/04 7.67 2.56 2.22 1.89 0.65 2.27 
2004/05 4.94 2.64 2.25 1.93 0.46 2.27 
2005/06 4.76 2.65 2.29 1.91 0.44 2.30 
2006/07 4.79 2.58 2.21 1.89 0.77 2.26 
2007/08 5.32 2.53 2.16 1.89 0.89 2.24 
* excluding Corporation of London 
Fig 4 UK Materials Expenditure per capita (£) 
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+ indicates the median; the shaded area represents the inter-quartile range, and the lines show the full 
range (excluding Corporation of London). 
As with total library expenditure, the LISU Public Library Materials Fund and Budget Survey 
collects estimates for the year to come for materials expenditure and this allows us to then 
compare actual expenditure for any given year with the original budget estimate. Figure 5 
displays the distribution of the percentage changes between the original estimates and actual 
expenditure for each of the ten years, and once again illustrates that there is much variation 
between the individual authorities in the accuracy of the estimation process. It is important to 
note here, that on occasion, and in particular in the case of extreme outliers in the data, there 
have been injections into the materials budget – whether from a one-off boost or as a result of 
stocking a new building. In 2007-08, the median percentage change between the original 
estimate and actual materials expenditure is -0.1% with a mean of -0.9%. 
Fig 5 UK Materials Expenditure – percentage change between actuals 
and estimates 
-100
0
100
200
300
400
500
600
1997-98 1998-99 1999-00 2000-01 2001-02 2002-03 2003-04 2004-05 2005-06 2006-07 2007-08
%
 c
ha
ng
e
  
+ indicates the median; the shaded area represents the inter-quartile range, and the lines show the full 
range . 
Table 4 compares materials expenditure per capita in the UK to equivalent figures for the 
USA, Australia, Finland and Germany for those years where data are available over the 
period 1997-98 to 2007-08 (materials expenditure data were not available for Denmark). The 
UK consistently spent more on library materials per capita than Australia over the period 
1997-98 to 2006-07; however, an increase of 50.6% in Australia over the ten-year period, 
compared to just 4.4% in the UK, sees both countries with a similar level of materials 
expenditure per capita in 2007-08. As with total library expenditure, Finland spends 
significantly more on materials per capita than the UK, the USA, Australia or Germany 
throughout the nine-year period that data is available. 
Materials expenditure per capita fluctuates somewhat over the relevant periods, although the 
overall trend appears to be one of an increase. The USA has experienced an increase of 
3.7% in materials expenditure per capita between 1997-98 and 2007-08; so that they continue 
to have a similar level of materials expenditure per capita to the UK – although there have 
been several fluctuations throughout the ten-year period.  
As with total expenditure per capita, fluctuations in the exchange rates will also have some 
influence on the trends – the Appendix displays the exchange rates used in each year for the 
relevant countries. When we consider the trends in materials expenditure per capita using the 
countries own currencies, we see lower increases of 12.3% in Finland and 34.1% in Australia 
over the periods for which data are available, with a significantly higher increase of 24.7% in 
the USA. Germany has actually seen materials expenditure per capita (in Euros) remain 
stable over the period 1998-99 to 2006-07. 
 
Table 4 Materials Expenditure per capita (£) – by country 
 97-8 98-9 99-0 00-1 01-2 02-3 03-4 04-5 05-6 06-7 07-8
Australia 1.50 1.45 1.60 1.51 1.50 1.59 1.96 1.99 2.15 2.03 2.25 
Finland  4.74 4.30 4.45 4.27 4.49 4.82 4.87 4.83 4.80 5.59 
Germany  0.56 0.50 0.50 0.49 0.51 0.55 0.56 0.54 0.53  
UK 2.14 2.17 2.10 2.16 2.15 2.20 2.27 2.27 2.29 2.25 5.04 
USA 2.24 2.33 2.46 2.80 2.89 2.58 2.26 2.22 2.51 2.33  
Fig 6 Mean materials Expenditure per capita – country comparison 
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Table 5 compares the percentage of total library expenditure spent on materials for those 
countries for which materials expenditure data was available. Despite occasional fluctuations 
over the ten-year period, the overall trend in materials expenditure as a percentage of total 
library spend has been one of a decrease for all countries. Germany appears to have fared 
the best, with materials expenditure as a proportion of total spend falling by just 0.6 
percentage points between 1998-99 and 2006-07, although it is important to note that the 
level of expenditure per capita here is significantly lower than in the other countries. The USA 
and the UK appear to have experienced the largest decreases, with falls of 3.8 and 3.1 
percentage points over the periods 1997-98 to 2006-07 and 1997-98 to 2007-08 respectively. 
Table 5 Materials Expenditure as a percentage of total library spend, 
by country 
 97-8 98-9 99-0 00-1 01-2 02-3 03-4 04-5 05-6 06-7 07-8
Australia 15.1% 15.0% 15.1% 13.9% 14.4% 14.6% 14.3% 14.3% 14.0% 13.9% 13.0% 
Finland 17.0% 16.9% 16.2% 15.7% 15.3% 14.8% 14.5% 14.4% 14.2% 14.2%  
Germany  12.1% 12.0% 12.4% 11.0% 10.5% 11.1% 11.1% 11.3% 11.5%  
UK 14.9% 15.4% 14.7% 13.8% 13.0% 12.7% 12.5% 12.2% 12.0% 11.8% 11.8% 
USA 15.4% 15.3% 15.2% 15.2% 14.4% 13.9% 13.2% 13.2% 13.2% 11.6%   
Fig 7 Materials Expenditure as a percentage of total library spend – 
by country 
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Service points 
Table 6 displays summary data for the population per service point in the UK, and shows that 
despite several fluctuations over the ten-year period, the overall trend has been of an 
increasing number of people per service point (including mobile libraries). The median 
population per service point is now 9.6% higher than in 1997-98 and 3.0% higher than five 
years ago. The average population per service point was 6.5% higher in 2007-08 compared 
to 1997-98, and 1.9% higher than five years ago. This compares to increases of 4.9% and 
2.9% in the UK population over ten and five years respectively. In 2007-08, the median 
population per service point was 13,560 with a mean of 14,114. There is, however, much 
variation between the individual authorities and this is highlighted by Figure 8 which displays 
the distribution of population per service point. 
Table 6 UK Population per service point 
 Maximum Upper 
Quartile 
Median Lower 
Quartile Minimum Mean 
1997/98 37,879 16,561 12,371 9,689 1,769 13,255 
1998/99 33,800 16,743 12,650 9,938 1,762 13,503 
1999/2000 37,900 16,850 12,700 10,233 1,749 13,780 
2000/01 37,900 16,922 12,678 10,183 376 13,892 
2001/02 32,600 16,858 13,006 10,104 3,313 13,735 
2002/03 37,829 16,888 13,167 10,154 3,400 13,855 
2003/04 36,607 16,482 13,079 10,118 3,263 13,628 
2004/05 30,683 16,550 13,245 10,544 1,991 13,704 
2005/06 32,700 16,345 13,085 10,263 2,000 13,719 
2006/07 29,771 16,755 13,181 10,345 1,991 13,814 
2007/08 29,767 17,143 13,560 10,853 2,000 14,114 
* excluding Corporation of London 
Fig 8 UK Population per service point 
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+ indicates the mean; the shaded area represents the inter-quartile range, and the lines show the full 
range (excluding Corporation of London). 
Table 7 compares population per service point for the UK, the USA, Australia, Finland, 
Denmark and Germany, for those years where data was available over the period 1997-98 to 
2007-08. Figure 9 illustrates that the UK and Australia have had similar levels of population 
per service point throughout the ten-year period, and in particular in the four most recent 
years, with the population per service point in the UK just 0.1% higher than Australia in 
2007-08. Germany and Denmark have also had similar levels of population per service point 
over the period 2003-04 to 2005-06, with a level of population per service point significantly 
lower than the UK. Finland, once again, appears to offer the best provision, with an average 
level of population per service point just over one-third the level in the UK in 2007-08. It is 
important to remember however that Finland’s resident population is significantly lower than 
the other countries considered here, except for Denmark.  
Overall, the UK has experienced an increase of 6.5% in the average population per service 
point over the period 1997-98 to 2007-08, this compares to an increase of 22.6% over the 
same period for Australia. This is highlighted further in Figure 7. Data are available for all 
countries over the period 2000-01 to 2005-06, and during this period Germany and the UK 
are the only countries to experience decreases, of 9.9% and 1.2% respectively in the average 
population per service point.   
Table 7 Mean Population per service point – by country 
 97-8 98-9 99-0 00-1 01-2 02-3 03-4 04-5 05-6 06-7 07-8
Australia 11,505 13,036 12,562 12,730 13,350 13,560 13,379 13,669 13,537 13,890 14,107
Denmark  6,398 6,686 6,736 7,046 7,274 7,775 7,912 7,980   
Finland 4,460 4,522 4,336 4,366 4,462 4,536 4,644 4,753 4,944 5,027
Germany 7,016 7,277 8,838 8,000 7,798 7,285 7,950 7,965 7,932
UK 13,255 13,503 13,780 13,892 13,735 13,855 13,628 13,704 13,719 13,814 14,114
USA  16,248 16,309 16,539 16,719 16,935 17,044 17,230
Fig 9 Population per service point - by country 
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Conclusions 
As has been mentioned previously, the decline in library visits and loans in the UK has been 
much publicised over recent years, and this is likely to continue, particularly with the current 
global economic crisis, which is having wide repercussions throughout the community. 
Despite the aura of doom and gloom that appears to be hovering over public libraries with 
several predictions about their imminent demise, the data shown here illustrates that total 
library expenditure per capita in the UK has not just increased over the last ten years, but has 
increased at a faster rate than inflation. The median library expenditure per capita stands 44% 
higher in 2007-08 than in 1997-98 and 10% higher than five years ago, compared to 
corresponding increases of 29.5% and 18.5% in the Retail Price Index.  
The average total library expenditure per capita in the UK is on a similar level to spending in 
the USA, and is consistently higher than the average for Australia throughout the ten-year 
period. However, the significant overall increase in total library expenditure per capita over the 
ten-years has not been mirrored by a similar level of increase in materials expenditure per 
capita. The median level of materials expenditure per capita in the UK has increased by just 
6% since 1997-98 and by 2.3% since 2002-03 – with both these increases significantly below 
the increases in the Retail Price Index over the same periods. It would appear, therefore, that 
while the government has increased its overall spend on libraries in the last ten years just 
11.8% of this was spent on materials in 2007-08 compared to 14.9% in 1997-98. These 
figures are not, however, wholly out of line with the other countries included here. The 
average population per service point has also increased over the ten-year period, although 
the increase since 2002-03 is below the overall increase in the UK population.  
It remains to be seen how public library provision might change in the future, and what impact 
the global recession will have, with local governments undoubtedly being forced to make 
budget cuts. However, there is some evidence that libraries are attempting to turn the current 
financial situation to their advantage “as libraries promote themselves as places where people 
can access cheap entertainment and find information to help them overcome financial 
difficulties” (Goulding, 2008).  
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Appendix  – Data sources and definitions 
Australia 
Data definitions 
Total Library Expenditure Total expenditure on Public Library Services (including the 
purchase of materials) 
Materials Expenditure Expenditure on library materials (including electronic resources) 
Service points Number of service points (including mobile libraries) 
 
Year Exchange 
rate (to £)** 
Reporting 
period 
Data source* 
1997-98 $2.52 July 1997- June 
1998 
Australian Public Library Statistics 
Report 1996-97, 1998-1999 
1998-99 $2.68 July 1998- June 
1999 
Australian Public Library Statistics 
Report 1996-97, 1998-1999 
1999-2000 $2.49 July 1999-June 
2000 
Australian Public Library Statistics 
Report 1999-2000 
2000-01 $2.68 July 2000-June 
2001 
Australian Public Library Statistics 
Report 2000-2001 
2001-02 $2.82 July 2001-June 
2002 
Australian Public Library Statistics 
Report 2001-2002 
2002-03 $2.84 July 2002-June 
2003 
Australian Public Library Statistics 
Report 2002-2003 
2003-04 $2.36 July 2003-June 
2004 
Australian Public Library Statistics 
Report 2002-2004 
2004-05 $2.45 July 2004-June 
2005 
Australian Public Library Statistics 
Report 2004-2005 
2005-06 $2.36 July 2005-June 
2006 
Australian Public Library Statistics 
Report 2005-2006 
2006-07 $2.48 July 2006-June 
2007 
Australian Public Libraries Statistics 
Report 2006-2007 
2007-08 $2.25 July 2007-June 
2008 
Australian Public Library Statistics, 
2007-2008 
*All data obtained from http://www.nsla.org.au 
** Exchange rate data obtained from www.bankofengland.co.uk 
Denmark 
Data definitions 
Total Library Expenditure Total operating expenditure 
Materials Expenditure Data not available 
Service points Total service points – includes main libraries, branch libraries 
and mobile libraries 
 
Year Exchange rate  
(to £) 
Reporting period Data source* 
1997-98 11.27 DKK - - 
1998-99 10.48 DKK 1999 Danish Library Statistics 1999 
1999-2000 11.82 DKK 2000 Danish Library Statistics 2000 
2000-01 11.78 DKK 2001 Danish Library Statistics 2001 
2001-02 11.90 DKK 2002 Danish Library Statistics 2002 
2002-03 11.44 DKK 2003 Danish Library Statistics 2003 
2003-04 10.58 DKK 2004 Danish Library Statistics 2004 
2004-05 10.53 DKK 2005 Danish Library Statistics 2005 
2005-06 10.83 DKK 2006 Danish Library Statistics 2006 
2006-07 - - - 
2007-08 - - - 
*All data obtained from http://www.bibliotekogmedier.dk/publikationer/publikationer-paa-engelsk/ 
** Exchange rate data obtained from www.bankofengland.co.uk 
 
 
Finland 
Data definitions 
Total Library Expenditure Expenditures in the statistical year 
Materials Expenditure Expenditure on library materials 
Service points Includes main libraries, branch libraries, hospital libraries, 
mobile libraries and library boats 
 
Year Exchange rate  
(to £) 
Reporting period Data source* 
1997-98 - - - 
1998-99 € 1.41  1999 Yearly Statistics 1999 
1999-2000 € 1.59 2000 Yearly Statistics 2000 
2000-01 € 1.58 2001 Yearly Statistics 2001 
2001-02 € 1.60 2002 Yearly Statistics 2002 
2002-03 € 1.54 2003 Yearly Statistics 2003 
2003-04 € 1.42 2004 Yearly Statistics 2004 
2004-05 € 1.42 2005 Yearly Statistics 2005 
2005-06 € 1.45 2006 Yearly Statistics 2006 
2006-07 € 1.49 2007 Yearly Statistics 2007 
2007-08 € 1.34 2008 Yearly Statistics 2008 
*All data obtained from http://tilastot.kirjastot.fi/en-GB/yearlyreports.aspx 
** Exchange rate data obtained from www.bankofengland.co.uk 
 
Germany 
Data definitions 
Total Library Expenditure Total budget 
Materials Expenditure Acquisitions budget 
Service points Number of service points 
 
Year Exchange rate  
(to £) 
Reporting 
period 
Data source* 
1997-98 - - - 
1998-99 € 1.41  1999 German Library statistics 1999 
1999-2000 € 1.59 2000 German Library statistics 2000 
2000-01 € 1.58 2001 German Library statistics 2001 
2001-02 € 1.60 2002 German Library statistics 2002 
2002-03 € 1.54 2003 German Library statistics 2003 
2003-04 € 1.42 2004 German Library statistics 2004 
2004-05 € 1.42 2005 German Library statistics 2005 
2005-06 € 1.45 2006 German Library statistics 2006 
2006-07 € 1.49 2007 German Library statistics 2007 
2007-08 - - - 
*All data obtained from http://www.hbz-nrw.de/angebote/dbs/auswertung/gesamtauswertungen 
** Exchange rate data obtained from www.bankofengland.co.uk 
 
 
UK 
Data definitions 
Total Library Expenditure GROSS expenditure without income deductions. It covers all 
items of library expenditure ON ALL NON-CAPITAL ITEMS 
including services funded from Income but excluding separate 
expenditure on agency services. (Exclude Asset Rents.) 
Materials Expenditure Materials expenditure items follow the same definitions as used 
for the CIPFA Actuals surveys. The overall LISU category 
“Books” includes Reference, Adult Fiction, Adult Non-Fiction, 
Children’s Fiction and Children’s Non-Fiction from the CIPFA 
return – with the breakdown of adult and children’s books then 
given where possible. “Sound Recordings” includes both Music 
and Talking Books – with the breakdowns then given where 
possible. Multimedia includes open learning and language 
packs. Total Materials Expenditure is the total excluding any 
AGENCY SERVICES EXPENDITURE on books and other 
materials - shown on the two lines below 
Service points Service points open for 10 hours a week or more (including 
mobile libraries) 
 
Year Reporting period Data source* 
1997-98 April 1997- March 1998 Public Library Materials Fund 
and Budget Survey 1998-2000 
1998-99 April 1998- March 1999 Public Library Materials Fund 
and Budget Survey 1999-01 
1999-2000 April 1999- March 2000 Public Library Materials Fund 
and Budget Survey 2000-02 
2000-01 April 2000- March 2001 Public Library Materials Fund 
and Budget Survey 2001-03 
2001-02 April 2001- March 2002 Public Library Materials Fund 
and Budget Survey 2002-04 
2002-03 April 2002- March 2003 Public Library Materials Fund 
and Budget Survey 2003-05 
2003-04 April 2003- March 2004 Public Library Materials Fund 
and Budget Survey 2004-06 
2004-05 April 2004- March 2005 Public Library Materials Fund 
and Budget Survey 2005-07 
2005-06 April 2005- March 2006 Public Library Materials Fund 
and Budget Survey 2006-08 
2006-07 April 2006- March 2007 Public Library Materials Fund 
and Budget Survey 2007-09 
2007-08 April 2007- March 2008 Public Library Materials Fund 
and Budget Survey 2007-09 
*From 2003-04, report was available online at 
http://www.lboro.ac.uk/departments/dils/lisu/pages/publications/publications.html 
 
 
USA 
Data definitions 
Total Library Expenditure Total operating expenditure (including staff expenditure) 
Materials Expenditure Total expenditure on the library collection. This includes all 
expenditure for materials purchased or leased for use by the 
public. It includes print material, microforms, machine-readable 
materials, AV materials etc 
Service points Total public library service outlets. The three types of outlets 
included are central library outlets, branch library outlets, and 
bookmobile outlets. 
 
Year Exchange rate  
(to £) 
Reporting period Data source* 
1997-98 $ 1.64 1998 Public Libraries in the United States: Fiscal 
Year 1998 
1998-99 $ 1.66 1999 Public Libraries in the United States: Fiscal 
Year 1999 
1999-2000 $ 1.64 2000 Public Libraries in the United States: Fiscal 
Year 2000 
2000-01 $ 1.50 2001 Public Libraries in the United States: Fiscal 
Year 2001 
2001-02 $ 1.45 2002 Public Libraries in the United States: Fiscal 
Year 2002 
2002-03 $ 1.60  2003 Public Libraries in the United States: Fiscal 
Year 2003 
2003-04 $ 1.79 2004 Public Libraries in the United States: Fiscal 
Year 2004 
2004-05 $ 1.88 2005 Public Libraries in the United States: Fiscal 
Year 2005 
2005-06 $ 1.74  2006 Public Libraries in the United States: Fiscal 
Year 2006 
2006-07 $ 1.97  2007 Public Libraries in the United States: Fiscal 
Year 2007 
2007-08 - - - 
*All data obtained from http://harvester.census.gov/imls/pubs/pls/index.asp 
** Exchange rate data obtained from www.bankofengland.co.uk 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
